Early diagnosis of hepatocellular carcinoma using a sensitive assay for serum des-gamma-carboxy prothrombin: a prospective study.
Measurement of des-gamma-carboxy prothrombin by conventional methods is of limited use for the early detection of hepatocellular carcinoma for its low sensitivity. The aim of the present study was to investigate the usefulness of measuring des-gamma-carboxy prothrombin by a highly sensitive assay for the early diagnosis of hepatocellular carcinoma in patients with chronic liver disease and for the detection of recurrence after treatment of hepatocellular carcinoma. Des-gamma-carboxy prothrombin levels by a sensitive assay and alpha-fetoprotein levels were sequentially measured in 188 patients with type B or C chronic liver disease and in 63 patients with hepatocellular carcinoma. The positive rate of des-gamma-carboxy prothrombin was 62% in all of hepatocellular carcinoma patients. Hepatocellular carcinoma was detected in 14 of 188 chronic liver disease patients during their follow-up period, the positive rate of des-gamma-carboxy prothrombin and of alpha-fetoprotein being 57% and 71% in these 14 patients, respectively. Des-gamma-carboxy prothrombin level normalized in 67% of 39 patients after the treatment of hepatocellular carcinoma. Of the 19 patients with tumor recurrence, 84% showed re-elevation of des-gamma-carboxy prothrombin level. Measurement of des-gamma-carboxy prothrombin by this highly sensitive assay combined with alpha-fetoprotein is useful for detecting hepatocellular carcinoma in chronic liver disease patients and for monitoring recurrence after treatment of hepatocellular carcinoma.